








While several studies have looked at how the environment of the language-learning classroom can 
affect learning, few studies have focused on the specific role played by the whiteboard or 
blackboard itself in terms of how it can facilitate learning. This action research study investigated 
the effectiveness of different types of boardwork from a student perspective. Students’ perceptions 
and opinions were collected and analyzed on four types of boardwork – minimalist boardwork, 
maximalist boardwork and two forms of boardwork revised according to ongoing student feedback. 
Most students tended to prefer a minimalist style of boardwork overall. They also highly evaluated 
large, easy-to-read letters on the board in addition to the use of diagrams, sectioned-off areas of 
the board, arrows and a set color scheme, all of which can help students quickly pinpoint key 
information they wish to access for English discussions.  
 
INTRODUCTION 
Many studies have looked at how the classroom settings or environment can affect or facilitate 
language learning (Ellis, 1992; Lightbown, Halter, White, & Horst, 2002; Wong Fillmore, 1982). 
This study focuses on one particular feature of the language-learning classroom – the 
whiteboard/blackboard. There tends to be a wide variety of views, not only among students but 
also among instructors on the importance of boardwork (here defined as “anything written on the 
whiteboard/blackboard either prior to or during the lesson”) and which types of boardwork are 
most effective to promote learning.  
 Before this study was designed and implemented, the author first approached 
approximately 10 fellow English Discussion Class (EDC) instructors, in order to determine the 
following: a) how much boardwork was deemed necessary or appropriate by each instructor 
(boardwork ‘philosophies’ ranged from very ‘minimalist boardwork’ to ‘maximalist boardwork’. 
Please refer to Figures 1 and 2 below for more information); and b) which areas of the board 
instructors would typically use. To make it easier to analyze these areas quantitatively, the author 
divided the board into six sections as follows: 1) top left; 2) top center; 3) top right; 4) bottom left; 
5) bottom center; and 6) bottom right.  
 This action research project was designed in order to find out more about students’ 
perceptions of the instructor’s boardwork by experimenting with different amounts of writing on 
the board and by using different parts of the board. This project was conducted during Lessons 7, 
8, 10, 11 and 14 of the 2015 first semester course. After Lessons 7 and 8, students provided the 
instructor with written feedback on that particular lesson’s boardwork (see Appendix A for details), 
which served as a guide for designing even more effective boardwork in lessons 10 and 11. The 
author decided to conduct this study on Level II classes only, in order to control for large 
proficiency disparities among students as a possible confounding factor.  
 
Literature Review 
There are several micro-processes believed to be involved in second language acquisition. One of 
these micro-processes is ‘attention’ (Ellis, 2008). While Krashen (1981) has claimed that the 
acquisition of language occurs unconsciously, many have challenged this position as 
fundamentally untenable (McLaughlin, 1990; Schmidt, 1990, 1994, 2001). Schmidt’s basic 
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argument is that “irrespective of whether acquisition takes places intentionally or incidentally, 
learners need to pay conscious attention to form” (as cited in Ellis, 2008, p. 434). Schmidt’s 
argument that learners must attend to language forms in order for acquisition to occur is commonly 
referred to as the Noticing Hypothesis. Much argument still rages over whether conscious attention 
(and not just noticing alone) is necessary for linguistic information to be stored and acquired (Gass, 
1997; Schmidt, 2001; Gass et al., 2003).  
 After Schmidt had presented his stronger version of the Noticing Hypothesis (Schmidt, 
1990; Schmidt, 1994) Tomlin and Villa (1994) explored the role of attention in L2 acquisition by 
looking at three kinds of attentional processes at work: 1) alertness (a readiness to deal with 
incoming stimuli); 2) orientation (how attention is aligned with specific types of sensory 
information while excluding others); and 3) detection (the cognitive registration of stimuli).  
 To test this theory, Leow (1998) conducted a study on L2 Spanish learners. Leow found 
that the groups who had had the opportunity to detect the target forms in the input outperformed 
those who did not and simply let the learners know that the forms existed (without giving them 
the opportunity to detect them on their own) had no effect. The Leow study was of particular 
interest to this author because it can be directly related to this study on boardwork.  
 In this study, the linguistic information brought to the students’ attention in class explicitly 
was the function phrases and discussion flowcharts. All other information on the board was left 
up to the students to detect for themselves. The author decided to create a classroom environment 
in which both explicit and implicit learning could occur to test Tomlin and Villa’s claim (validated 
by Leow) and to assess and measure if students could notice valuable information on the board by 
themselves and if so, what types of information they were trying to find.  
 
The Role of Classroom Settings 
Teachers are able to adjust or manipulate classroom settings within the parameters of the 
classroom in order to direct the students’ attention more towards specific language forms, and by 
doing this, hopefully facilitate acquisition, if we assume Schmidt’s Noticing Hypothesis is true.  
 In particular, this paper will look at the role and importance of the whiteboard (or 
blackboard) in the language-learning classroom in order to determine how different types of 
boardwork might affect the level of students’ attention to certain target language forms. The reason 
for the author’s interest in this area is if effective boardwork can be utilized in class, in which 
students’ attention to target language forms or information is heightened, it may have the additive 
effects of raising or accelerating the uptake of linguistic information by L2 learners. The following 
research questions were devised in order to test this idea further.  
 
Research Questions 
In this study, the author aimed to answer the following research questions: 
1. Which type of boardwork (maximalist vs. minimalist) do students enrolled in the English 
Discussion Class program at Rikkyo University prefer? 
2. Which specific parts of the blackboard/whiteboard (if any) tend to attract more attention from 
students? Which parts of the whiteboard are not well noticed? 
3. Do any other factors such as the size of the words on the board, symbols, pictures, 
compartmentalization, or different color markers attract more attention from students?  
 
METHOD 
Data was collected directly from students during three phases. As mentioned above, at the 




author gathered useful background information from approximately 10 other fellow instructors by 
informally interviewing them on the types of boardwork they commonly use in a typical EDC 
style lesson.  
 
Minimalist Vs. Maximalist Boardwork Philosophies 
As mentioned above, there was a wide variety of teacher philosophies on different types of 
boardwork. In general, most teachers informally interviewed by the author mentioned that they 
regularly adopt a minimalist approach to boardwork, in which only the ‘bare essentials’ are written 
on the board, while others mentioned that they try to fill the whole board with various types of 
information (i.e. ‘maximalist’ boardwork). 
 Towards designing my own minimalist boardwork, the author realized the need to identify 
two things first: 1) which elements of boardwork are common among all or most instructors; and 
2) which areas of the board are most often used.  
 After conducting informal interviews with fellow instructors, the author found that 70% 
of instructors have at least four elements of boardwork in common. These elements were: 1) the 
lesson number and topic/theme; 2) the function phrases for that particular lesson; 3) the teacher’s 
name and date; and 4) the quiz answers. Therefore, the author decided to include only these four 
items as the prepared minimalist boardwork in lesson 7, as summarized in Figure 1 below. The 
areas where these items were written varied from instructor to instructor but were generally written 
in peripheral areas (mostly the top right or left of the board). The arrows in Figure 1 and Figure 2 
below indicate that the location of certain boardwork elements is sometimes interchangeable 
among instructors.   
 
Top left 
(Quiz answers) or 
(Teacher’s name & date) 
Top center 
(lesson # and theme) 
(function phrases) 
Top right 
(Teacher’s name & date) or 
(Quiz answers) 
Bottom left 





(typically left blank) 
Figure 1. A summary of common minimalist boardwork elements used by teachers interviewed. 
 
As you can see in Figure 2 below, which summarizes the key elements of maximalist boardwork, 
certain elements such as the teacher’s name, the date, the quiz answers and key vocabulary were 
consistently written in peripheral areas of the board (right-hand or left-hand side) but depending 
on the instructor’s specific style or boardwork philosophy, they could be written, interchangeably, 
at the top or bottom of the board, as indicated by the arrows. Elements such as class schedules and 
discussion maps/guides are typically found only on a maximalist board.  
 
Top left 
(quiz answers) or 
(teacher’s name & date) 
Top center 
(lesson # and theme) 
(function phrases) 
Top right 
(teacher’s name & date)  
or (Quiz answers) 
Bottom left 





(class schedule) or 
(key vocabulary) 
Figure 2. A summary of common maximalist boardwork elements used by teachers interviewed. 
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Student Feedback on Boardwork 
Students provided written feedback on in-class boardwork over a period of five lessons – during 
Lessons 7, 8, 10, 11 and 14. The first phase of data collection took place in Lessons 7 and 8. The 
second phase was during Lessons 10 and 11. The final phase was in Lesson 14 when students were 
asked to complete a short questionnaire. After being informed of the purposes and protocols of the 
study, students were asked to read and sign an informed consent form. Although students were 
entitled to opt out of the study at any stage, all students agreed to participate.  
 During Lesson 7, a ‘minimalist’ style of boardwork was introduced into all Level II target 
classes taught by the author. A boardwork feedback sheet (see Appendix A) was distributed at the 
end of the lesson and students were asked to provide any feedback on which areas or features of 
the board they had noticed during the lesson. Students were also asked to assess whether they 
thought the amount of boardwork was sufficient, too little or too much. See the Results section 
below for a summary of students’ responses. 
 The same procedure was following during Lesson 8. The author would like to emphasize 
here that students were not asked explicitly to compare the boardwork to the previous week’s 
boardwork (although some students’ comments did compare the two types).  
 During Lesson 9, the data gathered in Lesson 7 and 8 were tabulated and used as a guide 
for directly informing the author’s future boardwork to be used in Lesson 10. During Lesson 10, 
students once again completed the boardwork feedback forms, thereby providing information on 
how the revised boardwork could be further refined (or re-revised) in the final lesson – Lesson 11. 
The final boardwork feedback sheets were distributed and collected in Lesson 11 and this 
information was recorded and tabulated once again.  
 Finally, in Lesson 14, a second form was distributed to students (see Appendix B) asking 
them: 1) to provide more general, impressionistic comments on the boardwork used over the 
semester; and 2) if they had any other comments on how the boardwork might be improved even 




The first four tables below are a summary of the students’ responses to the first question on the 
feedback form (Appendix A) regarding which areas of the board they noticed during the lesson. 
The results of all the boardwork feedback forms from students for Lessons 7, 8, 10 and 11 have 
been summarized in Tables 1, 2, 3 and 4 below, respectively. It should be pointed out that students 
were given the option of circling any section of the board they looked at and therefore most 
students circled more than one section on the sheet. Therefore, the author thought it would be more 
appropriate to rank the popularity of board sections by tallying the total number of responses. 














Table 1. Sections of the Board Noticed During Lesson 7 (Minimalist Boardwork) 
 
Section of the Board Noticed Number of Responses Ranking 
Top left 27 (64%) 2 
Top center 34 (81%) 1 
Top right 18 (43%) 4 
Bottom left 24 (57%) 3 
Bottom center 34 (81%) 1 
Bottom right 27 (64%) 2 
Note. The percentages in the table above reflect the total number of responses on the feedback 
forms for each board section divided by the total student attendance for that particular week.  
 
As one can see in Table 1 above, the sections most frequently referred to by students during Lesson 
7 were the top center and bottom center with 34 responses each (81% of the students). The section 
least referred to by students was the top right. 
 
Table 2. Sections of the Board Noticed During Lesson 8 (Maximalist Boardwork) 
 
Section of the Board Noticed Number of Students Ranking 
Top left 22 (52%) 4 
Top center 38 (90%) 1 
Top right 19 (45%) 5 
Bottom left 23 (55%) 3 
Bottom center 31 (74%) 2 
Bottom right 16 (38%) 6 
Note. The percentages in the table above reflect the total number of responses on the feedback 
forms for each board section divided by the total student attendance for that particular week.  
 
As in Week 7, students referred to the center sections of the whiteboard (90% referring to top 
center, and 74% the bottom center) more than other areas, although the top center section was 
looked at more often than the bottom center. Interestingly, the bottom right section which ranked 
2nd in Lesson 7 (together with the top left) was the least often looked at section this week.  
 
Table 3. Sections of the Board Noticed During Lesson 10 (Revised Boardwork I) 
 
Section of the Board Noticed Number of Students Ranking 
Top left 22 (51%) 4 
Top center 38 (88%) 1 
Top right 31 (72%) 3 
Bottom left 18 (42%) 6 
Bottom center 32 (74%) 2 
Bottom right 19 (44%) 5 
Note. The percentages in the table above reflect the total number of responses on the feedback 
forms for each board section divided by the total student attendance for that particular week.  
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Once again, in Lesson 10 (revised boardwork I), students referred to the top center section most 
often, followed by the bottom center section. Interestingly, the bottom left section, which had 
previously ranked 3rd slumped to the least referred-to section (6th ranking) in Lesson 10. For 
speculation on why certain areas were not noticed, please refer to the Discussion section below.  
 
Table 4. Sections of the Board Noticed During Lesson 11 (Revised Boardwork II) 
 
Section of the Board Noticed Number of Students Ranking 
Top left 16 (39%) 5 
Top center 32 (78%) 2 
Top right 28 (68%) 3 
Bottom left 7 (17%) 6 
Bottom center 37 (90%) 1 
Bottom right 27 (66%) 4 
Note. The percentages in the table above reflect the total number of responses on the feedback 
forms for each board section divided by the total student attendance for that particular week.  
 
For the first time, in Lesson 11 the top center was not the most looked-at section of the board (it 
was ranked 2nd). Instead, the bottom center section was referred to the most often with 90% of 
students referring to it. As in Lesson 10, the bottom left section was the least-often looked at part 
of the board.  
 The second question on the boardwork feedback form requested students to circle one 
answer about how they felt about the amount of boardwork used during the lesson (see Appendix 
A for more details). The results have been summarized in Table 5 below. 
 
Table 5. Student Perceptions on Amount of Boardwork Used in Class 
 
Lesson Too Much Too Little Just Right Total 
7 1 0 41 42 
8 6 0 31 37 
10 4 1 28 33 
11 3 1 32 36 
Note. The fluctuation in the total scores in the table above from lesson to lesson can be explained 
by the fact that attendance varied from week to week and some students neglected to fill out this 
section of the form. 
 
As seen in Table 5, Lesson 7 had the best overall results in terms of the amount of boardwork used 
during the lesson. In Lesson 8, 6 students felt that there was too much boardwork. The most 
interesting results are in Lessons 10 and 11 when revised boardwork was implemented. In Lesson 
10, 4 students felt the boardwork was still too wordy and 3 students felt the boardwork was too 
much in Lesson 11. However, for the first time one student in both Lesson 10 and Lesson 11, 
respectively, felt that the amount of boardwork was insufficient.  
 The third and final question on the boardwork feedback form was included to collect 
qualitative data, by allowing students to make any general comments on the boardwork used 
during the lesson, in an open-ended format (See Appendix A for details). After collecting the 




from Japanese into English and finally coded by the author into one of the three following 
categories: 1) positive comment; 2) negative comment; and 3) neutral comment. The results have 
been summarized below in Table 6. 
 
Table 6. Comments on Boardwork Used in Each Lesson 
 
Lesson # Positive Negative Neutral Total  
7 30 (81%) 5 (14%) 2 (5%) 37 
8 20 (67%) 9 (30%) 1 (3%) 30 
10 16 (84%) 2 (11%) 1 (5%) 19 
11 18 (78%) 3 (13%) 2 (9%) 23 
Note. The fluctuation in the total number of comments from lesson to lesson as seen in the table 
above can be explained by the fact that this question was optional for students and also because 
of fluctuations in attendance.  
 
As seen in Table 5 above, the total number of comments (for this optional question) fluctuated 
from week to week. Therefore, the author decided to calculate the percentage of positive, negative 
and neutral comments out of the total number of comments received for each lesson. 
 The highest percentage of positive comments on the teacher’s boardwork was received in 
Lesson 10 (84%), the first week of revised boardwork. On the other hand, the highest number of 
negative comments was in Lesson 8 (30%), the lesson in which a maximalist style of boardwork 
had been implemented.  
 Finally, in Lesson 14, students were asked to complete a short questionnaire in which they 
could share their general impressions on any of the boardwork used in weeks 7, 8, 10 and 11.   
 In the first question on the questionnaire, 40 out of a total 44 respondents (91%) replied 
that they “strongly agree” that the boardwork used in class was useful while 4 replied that they 
“agree”. No students replied “unsure”, “disagree” or “strongly disagree”.  
 For the second question, 24 (55%) out of a total 44 respondents replied that they referred 
to the boardwork “very often”, 18 (41%) replied “often” and 2 (4%) chose “sometimes”.  
 Even though students had been asked to circle which parts of the board they had referred 
to at the end of each class in lessons 7, 8, 10 and 11, question 3 on the final questionnaire served 
as a form of delayed test, in which the author wished to confirm which parts of the board had been 
useful for students overall, throughout the semester. The results were mostly consistent with the 
earlier findings as the top center (39 mentions) and bottom center (39 mentions) sections were 
cited as the most frequently looked at sections of the board during class.  
 For question 4 of the student questionnaire, 44 out of 44 respondents (100%) replied that 
the amount of boardwork used in class was “just right”.  
 In spite of this strong result, when students were asked to explain their answer further in 
question 5, interestingly, some students gave a few negative comments such as “occasionally there 
was too much on the board” (author’s translation).  
 For question 6, 28 (64%) out of a total of 44 respondents responded that they noticed 
boardwork written during class more often, while 16 (36%) respondents said that they noticed 
boardwork that was already written up before class more often. One student said that boardwork 
written up during the class caught his/her attention more “because information that I actually see 
with my eyes, the moment it is written, naturally catches my attention more” (author’s translation).  
 




As seen above, students referred to the center sections of the board more than other sections. 
Therefore, it appears that this is a very important and strategic section of the board, a potential 
‘zone of discussion-skill development’, which teachers should fully capitalize on to facilitate 
language learning in the classroom. The top center section was ranked 1st in three out of the four 
lessons.  
 The reason why the bottom center section was more popular during lesson 11 can possibly 
be explained by the boardwork content used in that particular lesson. In lesson 10, the function 
phrases occupied the central sections of the whiteboard. However, during lesson 11 and in direct 
response to feedback from students who had positively evaluated the discussion flow sections of 
the whiteboard in lessons 7, 8 and 10, the author decided to move the discussion flow to the bottom 
center section of the board so that students could easily see it and refer to it. Therefore, EDC 
students may find the discussion flow information more valuable than just the function phrases.  
 The least referred to sections of the board varied from week to week but overall the bottom 
left and top right sections appear to be referred to least often. This could be attributed to several 
possible reasons: 1) there is more blank space in these sections; 2) these sections featured 
information that students generally do not require to complete a class discussion, such as quiz 
answers, vocabulary items and the lesson schedule.  Judging from the results of Table 5, students 
appear to have preferred a minimalist style of boardwork over a maximalist style considering that 
in lesson 8 there was the highest number of negative comments on the amount of boardwork. In 
other words, from the students’ perspective ‘less [boardwork] is more’.  
 As seen in Table 6, the highest percentage of positive comments on classroom boardwork 
was in lesson 10. In particular, students highly evaluated: 1) the fact that the boardwork was clear 
and easy to follow/look at; 2) the use of different color markers; and 3) how the board was sub-
divided into six sections. When one student commented that “the color scheme was good”, this 
may be referring to the fact that some phrases were written out in blue or black for speakers while 
listeners phrases were invariably written out in red. This appears to have made it easier for students 
to quickly pinpoint specific target language on the board during the discussion warm-up activities 
and actual discussions.  
 In contrast, the main complaints from students were about lesson 8’s boardwork. More 
specifically, students were unhappy about: 1) legibility; 2) how information had been placed in 
different sections of the board; and simply 3) the fact that the board was too “busy”.  
 Therefore, based on students’ comments, it seems that students want the boardwork to be 
1) easy to read, 2) written in large letters, 3) written in consistent sub-divided locations across the 
board (so students don’t have to go looking for the information) and 4) written according to a color 
scheme which helps them distinguish quickly which types of information they are seeking. 
 
Limitations 
There are several limitations of this study. First of all, the sample size is fairly small and is only 
reflective of Level 2 students, not necessarily students in other levels. Secondly, the author was 
unable to conduct a post hoc interview with students to probe more into their responses. Therefore, 
during the analysis a certain amount of conjecture was required in order to interpret some of the 
student responses. Finally, the teacher conducted this study in three different classrooms with three 
different boards (two different shape whiteboards and one blackboard). Ideally, to control for 
board shape or type as a possible confounding factor, it would have been better to conduct this 






The author was able to find an answer to each of the research questions thanks to students’ detailed 
responses to the boardwork feedback forms and short questionnaire. 
 To answer the first research question, students showed a preference for minimalist 
boardwork. To put it briefly, the ‘less is more’ philosophy can be applied to EDC boardwork. As 
one student mentioned on the boardwork feedback form, “the teacher writes [on the board] only 
information that we need so I think I can understand easily” (author’s translation). Maximalist 
boardwork, on the other hand, was perceived as ‘busy’ and confusing. As one student said, “I’m 
sorry but I think there are too many words on the whiteboard” (author’s translation).  
 Regarding the second research question, the author discovered that the center sections of 
the board, the top center and bottom center, were the sections most frequently referred to or noticed 
by students. Areas such as the top right and bottom left tend to be less noticed, not only because 
they are on the periphery of the students’ vision but also perhaps because the content in these areas 
is not as useful for students to complete a discussion. Students found discussion flowcharts to be 
very useful, as well as the function phrases. Therefore, the author recommends writing the function 
phrases and discussion flowcharts somewhere in the center of the board so students can easily 
pinpoint or retrieve this information. 
 With regard to the third research question, some students responded that arrows were 
extremely useful. As one student said, “your use of arrows was nice and it was easy to understand 
which phrases we should use in which order” (author’s translation). Using a clear color scheme in 
which different color markers represent a particular feature (such as using a blue marker for 
speaker phrases and a red marker for listener phrases), was also viewed positively by students.  
 In summary, this study found that effective boardwork consists of writing in large, clear 
letters, adopting a ‘minimalist’ boardwork philosophy, and the strategic use of arrows to help 
students follow the discussion flow and a color scheme to help students quickly pinpoint the 
specific information they are seeking.  
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APPENDIX A 
Boardwork Feedback Sheet (Lesson 7, 8, 10, 11) (Simplified) 
The whiteboard can be divided into six sections: 1) top left; 2) top center; 3) top right; 4) bottom left: 5) bottom center: and 6) bottom right, as follows. 
 
Q1. Please circle which parts of the board you looked at during the lesson. You can circle more than one answer.  
 
Q2. Please circle one of the following. In today’s class… 
 
a)I think there were too many words on the board. b) I don’t think there were enough words on the board. c) I think the amount of writing was just right. 
 
Q3. Do you have any comments on the boardwork used by your teacher during the lesson?  
 
APPENDIX B 
Spring 2015 Course Project – Student Questionnaire (Lesson 14) (Simplified) 
 
Your teacher distributed some boardwork feedback sheets in lesson 7, 8, 10 and 11. He would now like to hear your thoughts and comments on the 
boardwork that he used during each of these lessons. 
 
Q1. Do you agree with the following statement – “what the teacher wrote on the board in each lesson was very helpful for me during discussion class”. 
Circle one. 
 
a) Strongly agree                b) Agree                c) Unsure                d) Disagree                e) Strongly disagree 
 
Q2. How often did you look at the whiteboard during each lesson? Please circle one. 
 
a) Very often                       b) Often                 c) Sometimes         d) Not often                e) Almost never 
 




Q3. Overall, which of the above sections of the whiteboard did you usually look at during a lesson? Please circle any. 
 
a) Top left             b) Top center             c) Top right             d) Bottom left             e) Bottom center           f) Bottom right 
 
Q4. Please select one of the following. In discussion class… 
 
a)I think there were too many words on the board b) I don’t think there were too many words on the board c) the amount of writing was just right 
 
Q5. Please explain your answer for Q4 above in as much detail as possible. 
 
Q6. Which of the following did you notice more during a lesson? Please select one of the following. 
 
a)I noticed words on the board more if they are written before the lesson starts. b) I noticed words more if they are written during the lesson 
 
Q7. Please explain your answer for Q6 above in as much detail as possible.  
 
Q8. How do you think the boardwork could be improved? For example, is there any information you would like the teacher to wri te on the board that he 
didn’t? 
 
END OF QUESTIONNAIRE. THANK YOU FOR YOUR PARTICIPATION. 
